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NEWS RELEASE

May 5, 1994
INTERNATIONAL SYMPOSIUM PRODUCES AGENDA TO EASE
WORLD REFUGEE BURDEN VIA VOLUNTARY REPATRIATION
MISSOULA International experts on refugees and development assistance gathered at The University of
Montana this spring to develop a strategic action agenda aimed at helping many of the world s
refugees return voluntarily to their countries of origin.
The 18 recommendations adopted at the gathering would, if implemented, "ease the world’s
refugee burden by facilitating the safe, voluntary and productive return and integration of a sizable
number of refugees," said symposium organizer Peter Koehn, UM’s director of international
programs. There are an estimated 19 million refugees in the world today.
The symposium, "Refugees and Development Assistance: Training for Voluntary
Repatriation," drew 61 experts from 14 countries. The March 27-29 gathering was co-sponsored by
UM and the Japan International Cooperation Agency.
Recommendations stress the need for culturally sensitive approaches that empower refugees
and give them control over the repatriation process. One proposal calls for an International
Refugee Corps that would recruit refugees from refugee camps and exile communities to apply their
skills and expertise to emergency, relief and development projects in developing countries. The
corps would be designed, budgeted and managed by refugees.
The agenda urges refugee-assistance providers to maintain an attitude of temporary asylum
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rather than permanent exile, keeping alive refugees’ hopes of returning home and encouraging them
to retain their native language and culture. Training programs should be available to all refugees
and asylum seekers, and should aim to give refugees the skills they need to contribute to the
development of their home countries once they return.
The recommendations developed at the symposium will be forwarded to refugee-assistance
and development-assistance organizations and policy makers throughout the world, Koehn said.
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EDITORS, REPORTERS, NEWS DIRECTORS: Please see the attached full list of
recommendations. For more information call International Programs Director Peter Koehn, 1-406243-2288.
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INTERNATIONAL SYMPOSIUM ON
REFUGEES AND DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE:
TRAINING FOR VOLUNTARY REPATRIATION

THE UNIVERSITY OF MONTANA
MISSOULA, MONTANA
27-29 MARCH 1994

18 PRIORITY RECOMMENDATIONS ADOPTED B Y SYMPOSIUM PARTICIPANTS
A T THE FINAL PLENARY SESSION

[1]

In Asia, given the variety of countries of origin, of countries of asylum, and of
ethnic backgrounds among refugees, it is vital to the success of training
programs that they be marked by cultural sensitivity, flexibility, and include the
development and maintenance of positive contacts with authorities and
indigenous groups, including returnees, in the countries of origin.

[2]

For African refugees, we emphasize the critical need to provide quality basic
education (and where possible additional education), including health education
and vocational training, for all who need it -- with an emphasis on long-term selfsufficiency.
i

[3]

From flight to re-integration, the development of individual and community
capacity to solve problems must be a process in the hands of refugees
themselves.

[4]

We urge all agencies participating in refugee repatriations to study the
extraordinary achievements of the Guatemalan refugees, to identify the skills,
techniques, and values they drew on, and to offer them as one model for
refugee-based decision making and planning to refugees in other places and
circumstances.

[5]

The underlying concept of uprootedness and permanent exile that guides
training programs must be changed to an attitude of temporary asylum and the
opportunity to live away from persecution and danger with a hope of returning to
the homeland so that at the end of entry-to-exit programming that provides basic
education, economic training, and the information required to make an informed

decision, a refugee will have two desirable locational choices.
When refugees and/or internally displaced persons are repatriated to both
unfamiliar and familiar terrain, training/education should occur to familiarize
them with sustainable agricultural and natural-resource-use techniques
appropriate to that region.
Provide culturally sensitive training in micro-business enterprise and basic
business management to refugee heads of households, with special emphasis
on women, after careful needs assessment.
It is appropriate health-care training policy to incorporate traditional practices,
but to encourage the modification of those practices considered harmful to
human health according to accepted global standards of health and well-being.
In order to be sustainable, training in administration and management should be
future-oriented and participatory, accommodating people-oriented planning with
involvement of all players at all stages in refugee emergency and repatriation
programs.
Training should be a community-based process of learning, empowerment, and
enhancing self-esteem which takes place within a planning/learning/change
spiral where all are teachers and learners.
We urge the maximizing of refugees' access to information from as many
sources as possible about all conditions in their home areas, including security,
the economic situation, and planned reintegration assistance because refugees
are better equipped psychologically to return when they make a fully informed,
fully voluntary decision to repatriate.
i

In order for refugees and returnees to develop a realistic hope of successful
voluntary repatriation and reintegration, it is vital that they participate in
education and training at all levels that is (1) appropriate to the achievement of
economic viability, self-sufficiency, economic integration, and health; (2) based
on needs assessments carried out with the full participation of refugees; and (3)
reflects the socio-economic, cultural, as well as human-resource needs of the
country of origin and the refugees themselves.
Training strategies for education to facilitate future voluntary repatriation should
recognize the special needs of young adults, the critical nature of gender
differences, and the need to empower women, in order to bridge gender and
class inequities and increase cooperation and understanding.
Governmental and private-sector organizations should encourage and assist
refugee-community groups to provide opportunities and skills that make

voluntary repatriation and home-country integration possible by (1) maintaining
the home language; (2) maintaining the home culture; (3) providing educational
and training opportunities appropriate to home-country conditions; (4) providing
access to basic employment skills for less-educated refugees regardless of
whether they choose to return; and (5) arranging for educated refugees to
provide short-term technical assistance in the home country when conditions
permit.
[15]

Training opportunities should be provided to all asylum seekers and refugees
and the programs should include strong incentives for individuals to leave the
country of asylum and return home as soon as practical after training.

[16]

Governmental and non-governmental organizations operating in a particular
region should be connected within an organizational network that can share
information and coordinate technical-training programs that address commonly
confronted hurdles to repatriation efforts.

[17]

An International Refugee Corps should be established (conceptualized,
designed, budgeted, and managed by refugees themselves) that matches and
applies refugee skills, capacities, and motivation with emergency, relief, and
development needs -- primarily in countries and continents of origin.

[18]

Recognizing the critical importance of a training continuum that includes
preparation, training, and follow-through, training programs should be designed
with full refugee participation that address the evolving needs of refugees once
they return to their country of origin and should focus on organizational capacity,
needs, and resource-identification as well as other processes and skills that
contribute to re-integration and reconciliation.
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